
July 2001 Issues Paper 6-01 

Pro moting Stabil ity In Central Asia 

By Profes sor Bernard F. Griffard 

En vi ron men tal Secu rity: A Key to Stabil ity in Central Asia 

Cen tral Asia and the Caspian Basin are the lega tees of the Russian Empire’s and the former So viet Union’s shortsighted ex
trac tion economy poli cies. As a result, these nations face envi ron men tal challenges unlike any other region in the world. A 
ma jor natu ral or man-made disas ter in any single country can threaten the fresh water supply and/or public health across the 
whole region. Such a major envi ron men tal disas ter is a credi ble threat to national and re gional stabil ity. 

Since the Central Asia States do not have access to exten sive resources and funds to apply to such a disas ter, contin gency 
plan ning, imple ment ing preven tive measures, empow er ing on-site deci sion-makers, and main tain ing an effec tive public in-
for ma tion flow are criti cal to reduc ing the polit i cal and envi ron men tal impacts, and remediation costs of such an event. This 
was the envi ron men tal secu rity message deliv ered to the repre sen ta tives of Kazakhstan, the Kyrgyz Repub lic, Tajikistan, 
Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan attend ing the 7th Confer ence on Promoting Stabil ity in Central Asia conducted in Almaty, 
Kazakhstan, June 11-15, 2001. 

Co-sponsored by the George C. Marshall Euro pean Center for Secu rity Studies and the Kazakhstan Insti tute for Strate gic 
Studies Under the Presi dent of the Repub lic of Kazakhstan, and supported by the Center for Stra te gic Leader ship, the confer
ence focused on five major themes: Regional Secu rity, Challenges to Polit i cal Stabil ity, Economic and Envi ron men tal 
Se cu rity Challenges, Regional Coop er a tion and Inte gra tion, and Recom men da tions to Enhance Regional Coop er a tion and 
Se cu rity. The identi fi ca tion of solu tions to these issues that empha sized inte grated, co op er a tive action across the region was 
not an easy task. Though key to regional secu rity and stabil ity, the complex challenges posed by Afghan i stan, the urgency of 
re gional economic and polit i cal inte gra tion, and the exist ing national jealou sies do not lend themselves to the formu la tion of 
ac tion able propos als. Though more easily defin able the devel op ment of a sound regional en vi ron men tal secu rity program 
that supports movement towards sustain able devel op ment is severely restricted by the compe ti tion for the neces sary re-
sources. 

En vi ron men tal Secu rity 

Re gional stabil ity in Central Asia is an inter est of the United States. Because of their influ ence, envi ron men tal issues such as 
re source access and quality are major variables in regional insta bil ity and conflict, exac er bat ing tensions result ing from reli
gious, ethnic, and other local differ ences.  However, envi ron men tal issues also create con di tions for regional coop er a tion, 
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and pro vide pos si bil i ties for com mu ni ca tion and co op er a tion. It 
was this type of ac tion able op por tu nity with which the con fer -
ence at ten dees were pre sented.  

A ma jor is sue in the de vel op ment of na tional and re gional en vi -
ron men tal se cu rity plans for Cen tral Asia is the scope of the
con cept. En vi ron men tal se cu rity is more than “green” plan -
ning. It is a ho lis tic pol icy that deals not only with the
sus tain able de vel op ment of nat u ral re sources, but also the qual -
ity of life of the re gion’s cit i zens. Ef fec tive plan ning in both of
these ar eas di rectly im pacts a na tion’s se cu rity in ter ests.
Co-existence within an en vi ron men tal sys tem that is stressed
by both nat u ral and man-made di sas ters and in creas ing hu man
con sump tion places con stant pres sure on the sta bil ity of the
Cen tral Asia States and their Cas pian Ba sin neigh bors.  It is
crit i cal that in this re source in ten sive re gion with its great num -
ber of di vi sive en vi ron men tal se cu rity is sues, that a mu tu ally ad van ta geous area for re gional co op er a tion be iden ti fied.    

Stim u lat ing Re gional Co op er a tion

As an ex am ple of the pro grams avail able to day that en cour age re gional co op er a -
tion con fer ence at ten dees were pro vided a sum mary of the re sults of the U.S.
Cen tral Com mand’s (USCENTCOM) fo cused en vi ron men tal se cu rity con fer ence, 
Re sponding To En vi ron men tal Chal lenges In Cen tral Asia And The Cas pian Ba -
sin. Con ducted in March 2001at Garmisch-Partenkirchen, Ger many, the con fer -
ence was co spon sored by the Of fice of the Dep uty Un der Sec re tary of De fense for
En vi ron men tal Se cu rity, the George C. Mar shall Eu ro pean Cen ter for Se cu rity
Studies, and the Col lins Cen ter for Stra te gic Lead er ship U. S. Army War Col lege. 

Taking a lead from the U. S. Army Na tional Guard’s suc cess ful In ter na tional
Work shop for Emer gency Re sponse pro gram, USCENTCOM chose di sas ter re -
sponse plan ning and co or di na tion as the ve hi cle for stim u lat ing re gional

co op er a tion. This the ater as sur ance ini tia tive clar i fied the en vi ron men tal is sues cen tral to the se cu rity of the Cen tral Asian re -
gion and em pha sized the im por tance of both mil i tary en vi ron men tal stew ard ship and co op er a tive con tin gency plan ning in
re spond ing to iden ti fied ex ist ing and po ten tial re gional en vi ron men tal chal lenges.

Re gional En vi ron men tal Chal lenges

“Wa ter is the key vi tal fac tor in Cen tral Asia”

 M.S. Ashimbayev, Di rec tor, Kazakhstan In sti tute for Stra te gic Studies
Un der the Pres i dent of the Re pub lic of Kazakhstan

Since the breakup of the So viet Un ion wa ter avail abil ity and qual ity have been con ten tious is sues. The shared na ture of the re -
gion’s lim ited wa ter re sources poses one of the most com mon con cerns for re gional sta bil ity in the fu ture. Fair and eq ui ta ble
dis tri bu tion of am ple clean wa ter, which is viewed by all states as a sov er eign right, will see chal lenges as States seek to bal -
ance sup plies against rap idly ris ing de mand. 

In the years since in de pend ence there has been a di ver gence in the five coun tries eco nomic pol i cies and wa ter needs. Dif -
fering ex ploi ta tion in ter ests be tween up stream (hydropower) and down stream (ir ri ga tion) states have been ex ac er bated by
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the decay of infra struc ture (dams and moni tor ing), increased irri ga tion require ments and greater indus trial devel op ment. For 
the foresee able future, these and other envi ron men tal factors will influ ence secu rity in the region. 

Any signif i cant envi ron men tal event that impacts water quality will have regional implica tions. The dete ri o rat ing envi ron
men tal condi tions in the Caspian and Aral Seas are compli cated by the poten tial for disaster posed by the shared transna tional 
threat of radio ac tive sludge located near water resources. 

Cas pian Sea 

Oc cupying an area slightly larger than Germany, the Caspian 
Sea is a criti cal economic factor not only to Russia, Azerbaijan, 
Iran, Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan, but to their inland neigh
bors as well. As the exploi ta tion of its oil and gas resources are 
pur sued it is becom ing a focal point for inter na tional envi ron
men tal tensions. Compli cating these issues 

is the Caspian’s rising water level. Having risen over seven feet 
since 1978 it has elimi nated some mari time port facil i ties, and 
is threaten ing to spread chemi cal and bio log i cal contam i na tion 
by invad ing exist ing contain ment ponds and holding areas. 
Wa ter levels have risen so much that up to 200 abandoned on-
shore oil wells are now “offshore” wells with the atten dant 
pol lu tion concerns. 

Aral Sea Caspian Sea 

Once the world’s fourth-largest freshwa ter sea, in the last 20 years its area has dropped by half, and its volume by 
three-fourths. The result of Soviet-era agri cul tural policy and over irri ga tion that diverted the waters of its primary feeders, 
the Syr Darya and the Amu Darya, the disap pear ance of the Aral Sea has created a major environ men tal 

se cu rity disas ter that is impact ing 
the whole region. Climate change, 
de ser ti fi ca tion, and impacts on re
spi ra tory health have caused 
in ter nal migra tions in Uzbekistan, 
Kazakhstan, and Turkmenistan. 
The contin ued shrinkage of the base 
level of the Aral Sea threatens to 
fur ther expose the former Soviet bi
o log i cal warfare testing site, 
Vozrozhdeniya Island, raising the 
po ten tial for widespread contam i
na tion of the ecosys tem with live 
an thrax. 

Po ten tial Concerns 

Ra dio ac tive contam i na tion from 
for mer Soviet storage areas and 
hold ing ponds threatens the water 
qual ity of the regional aquifers 
should a major earthquake or other 
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nat u ral phenom e non cause a breach in the integ rity of the contain ment facil i ties. Existing terror ist capa bil i ties also pose a 
threat to dams and waste storage areas. Another major area of uncer tainty is the structural in teg rity of Tajikistan’s Sarez Lake 
dam. Formed by an earthquake in 1911, Sarez Lake is one of the largest high alti tude lakes in the world. Failure of the dam 
would be a regional catas tro phe that could threaten the lives of over 5 million people. 

The Road Ahead 

Though there are diverg ing posi tions on some issues, there is a signif i cant amount of regional coop er a tion. In large part this is 
a result of common approaches and the orga ni za tional structure of these countries as former Soviet states as well as recog niz
ing that, to varying degrees, the countries are depend ent upon each other. Capi tal izing on these posi tive issues, at the March 
con fer ence USCENTCOM proposed a 2-3 day Senior Exec u tive Semi nar to be conducted in 2002. The semi nar goal would 
be to work with repre sen ta tives of the appro pri ate Central Asia States minis tries to formu late a regional/multi-national disas
ter response plan that identi fied preven tive measures as well as oper a tional responses. This plan would be tested in the future 
with an USCENTCOM-sponsored, multi-national command post exer cise (CPX). 

Con clu sion 

Cen tral Asia’s criti cal geographic loca tion and energy resource poten tial makes its contin ued stabil ity a strate gic concern of 
the United States. The most imme di ate destabilizing factors in the area are envi ron men tal remediation issues that require 
greater resources than are currently available either region ally or inter na tion ally.  Assisting the Central Asia States to develop 
na tional and regional disas ter prepared ness and response measures is a posi tive measure that supports the objec tives of the 
United States. 
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